Samarra and Tekrit
along the undeviaring straightness of the buried highway,
with mounds of houses, straight shapeless ridges, on either
hand, and streets running into it outlined also by low, almost
obliterated mounds. So New York, ruined and rectilinear,
may look in the fullness of time. This place was once
loud with the brawls of Turkish Praetorians; caliph after
caliph was murdered; intrigue and violence walked the
streets perpetually: now, on the borders of its loneliness,
blue-headed thistles stand like little crucifixes with arms
outspread, in endless rows along die edges of the mounds.
The drab disc of sun, round and small like a moon, scarce
shone through the scudding dust. In the ruins of the great
court two jays flitted with brilliant elusive wings, under the
dust-coloured colonnade, against the dust-coloured sky,
and reminded us that out of this drab material, Life itself,
so vivid and various, may spring at any time.
The caliphs of Samarra, in the course of their rapid and
unfortunate career, added one more to the religious com-
plications of Islam by causing the disappearance of the
I2th Imam, Ja'far the Truthful, and so provided the Shi'as
with that invaluable asset, a Hidden Leader liable at any
moment to become incarnate.
The prison where he was last seen is now enshrined,
together with the tombs of the loth and nth Imams
immediately preceding, under two domes of the sanctuary
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